Florida Historical Quarterly
Volume 96
Number 4 Florida Historical Quarterly, Volume
96, Number 4

Article 4

2022

James Megel Moss: The Life of a Bahamian American in Miami
Nicole Brown

Part of the American Studies Commons, and the United States History Commons

Find similar works at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq
University of Central Florida Libraries http://library.ucf.edu
This Article is brought to you for free and open access by STARS. It has been accepted for inclusion in Florida
Historical Quarterly by an authorized editor of STARS. For more information, please contact STARS@ucf.edu.

Recommended Citation
Brown, Nicole (2022) "James Megel Moss: The Life of a Bahamian American in Miami," Florida Historical
Quarterly: Vol. 96: No. 4, Article 4.
Available at: https://stars.library.ucf.edu/fhq/vol96/iss4/4

Brown: James Megel Moss: The Life of a Bahamian American in Miami

James Megell Moss: The Life of a Bahamian
American in Miami
By Nicole Brown and John T. Foster Jr.
ahamians have played an important role in Miami's development throughout the city's history, and, in response,
the Florida Historical Quarterly has published several articles
exploring significant aspects of the group's presence in the city.
This literature is warranted, given the number of Bahamians and
their contribution to the community, yet there is a noteworthy
omission: the Quarterly has never offered an account of an individual Bahamian life. By addressing this need, the authors hope to
encourage increase·d depth and perspective. Bahamians constitute
a distinct ethnic group, and individual biographies offer valuable
insights into Bahamian character and influence. 1

B

Nicole Brown was a Visiting Instructor at Florida A&M University at the time this
article was researched and written. Demonstrating Nicole Brown's intense interest
in her Bahamian culture and heritage, this research was intricately linked to her
life. It was paramount to her being and existence, prior to her unfortunate death
of breast cancer (31), in 2016. John T. Foster Jr. is a Professor Emeritus at Florida
A&M University. He is the co-author with Sarah Whitmer Foster of Calling Yankees
to Florida: Harriet Beecher Stowe's Forgotten Tourist Artides (Cocoa: Florida Historical
Society Press, 2011) and Beechers, Stowes, and Yankee Strangers: The Transformation of
Florida (Gainesville: University Press of Florida, 1999).
1
Six articles in the Quarterly portray aspects of Bahamian life in Miami. See
Paul S. George, "Colored Town: Miami's Black Community, 1896-1930," Florida
Historical Quarterly 56, no. 4 (April 1978): 432-447; Paul S. George, "Policing Miami's Black Community, 1896-1930," Florida Historical Quarterly 57, no.
4 (April 1979): 434-450; Raymond A. Mohl, "Black Immigrants: Bahamians in
Early Twentieth-Century Miami," Florida Historical Quarterly 65, no. 3 (Winter
1987): 271-297; Eric Tscheschlok, "So Goes the Negro: Race and Labor in
Miami, 1940-1963," Florida Historical Quarterly 76, no. 1 (Summer 1997): 43-67;
Melanie Shell-Weiss, "Coming North to South: Migration, Labor, and Community-Building in Twentieth-Century Miami," Florida Historical Quarterly 84, no. 1
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In conducting research for this biography, Nicole Brown
interviewed both James Moss and his wife Patsy for several hours
at the end of 2013. She recorded the interview with their permission and also photocopied many of the family's personal papers.
After examining a written transcript of the interview and the photocopied family papers, Brown and John Foster asked James Moss a
series of follow-up questions in August 2015. The combined materials form the foundation for this article. The portrait of Mr. Moss
that emerges from these materials suggests that he shares many
characteristics with other people who moved to Miami from the
Bahamas, having worked for eighteen years as a janitor and then
as a technician for a telephone company. While part of his career
path was typical of thousands of men and women in Miami in the
twentieth century-long on manual labor-beyond this occupational common ground emerge extraordinary differences that distinguish James Moss's life from those of most African Americans
and African Bahamians. 2
Bahamians were probably at Miami's founding as historian
Paul George notes that "of the 368 persons who voted in the incorporation election, 162 were blacks." Such participation in 1896 did
not last, as state laws soon eliminated non-whites from Democratic
primaries. But for decades afterwards, people of color remained
vital to Miami's economy. In his description of black life, George
noted that "in addition to construction projects, blacks toiled ...
as hackmen at the railroad station, and as stevedores, hotel porters, mechanics, leather tanners, blacksmiths, domestics, tailors,
gardeners, and farmers. Black women were prized as laundresses,
nursemaids, cooks, and cleaners." Beyond economics, Miami's cultural life changed also as a result of Bahamian influences. In the
period between 1896 and 1930, a variety of civic clubs appeared
in Miami, including "local chapters of Bahamian clubs." Indeed,
the volume of Bahamians present in Miami even led to the public
celebration of "British holidays." 3
In 1979, Paul George followed his first article on "Miami's
Black Community" with a second about law enforcement in the city.
He observed that differences appeared among the city's blacks in

2
3

(Summer 2005): 79-99; and Devin Leigh, "Between Swamp and Sea: Bahamian
Visitors in Southeast Florida before Miami," Florida Historical Quarterly 93, no.
4 (Spring 2015): 511-537.
George, "Colored Town," 439;James M. Moss Collection in the possession of
John Foster Jr, hereafter cited as Moss Collection.
Ibid., 433,439.
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Overtown, near the city's center, and in Coconut Grove to the south.
In both locations, authorities charged with enforcing segregation
viewed the Bahamians as problematic: "Many came at harvest time
and worked in the South Dade groves. As temporary residents and
British subjects, they were less servile towards whites than native
blacks." George offered several explanations for the trend. Since
a maritime journey from the Bahamas to Miami was short, Bahamians could easily leave Miami and return home. As a result, harsh
treatment often led them to return to the islands. George also
observed that, "Because numerous Bahamians preached racial
equality, many whites regarded them as troublemakers." 4
Almost a decade after George's work, Raymond Mohl focused
specifically on Bahamians in early Miami, asserting that the city was
a magnet for people from the islands throughout the first half of
the twentieth century. Thousands of Bahamians traveled to Florida
every year for short-term work and then returned home once the
jobs had been completed. This activity peaked in 1937, with 13,947
workers leaving the islands and 13,466 returning home. These
numbers are significant, as the total population for the Bahamas
at the time was 66,908, suggesting that twenty percent of the island
population traveled to Miami and returned to the Bahamas the
same year. The lowest periods for this activity occurred in 1926,
when the Florida Boom collapsed, and again in 1932 and 1933,
during the Great Depression. Part of the ebb and flow was related
to government policy. With the beginning of World War II, labor
shortages grew in the United States. Consequently, Bahamians
were actively recruited to work seasonally on farms. According to
Mohl, "Some 3,000 to 6,000 Bahamians annually picked fruit and
harvested vegetables in Florida/ a pattern that continued beyond
the war. Indeed, as late as 1951, American corporations were bringing in laborers from the islands. 5
During the same era, thousands of Bahamians came to Florida
with intentions of staying. Often settling in two separate areas of
Miami, Overtown or Coconut Grove, Mohl noted that they created
communities with their own identities: "The Bahamians had an
impact on food ways, cultural patterns, work habits, educational
aspirations, musical and artistic activities, and other social characteristics. They had several distinctively Bahamian churches and fraternal organizations, all of which conveyed the sense of a cohesive
4
5

George, "Policing Miami's Black Community,'' 444.
Mohl, "Black Immigrants," 292-293, 294.
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ethnic community." A feeling of stability and a willingness to cooperate accompanied the arrival of these trends, resulting in a black
population which, according to Mohl, resembled ethnic groups in
large Northern cities: "The Bahamian immigration to the United
States shared many of the characteristics of the more general European immigration of the early twentieth century." 6
In 1997, Eric Tscheschlok traced the history of labor unions
in Miami before 1963, asserting that the successful organization
of unions had a distinct beginning: "The first large scale organization of black workers in Miami took place in the early 1940s in the
commercial laundry industry." This movement grew through the
efforts ofJames Nimmo, who also led a branch of Marcus Garvey's
black nationalist organization. Nimmo focused his efforts on black
laundry and dry cleaning workers, where "unionization certainly
enhanced economic and occupational opportunities for hundreds
of African Americans." It should not be a surprise that the man was
a Bahamian immigrant and that much of his support came from
his own ethnic community. 7
In 2005, Melanie Shell-Weiss returned to the topic of Bahamians in Miami, offering a number of important observations, including, first, that even in its beginnings, the city included a significant
Bahamian presence, noting that "by 1900, Miami was home to a
higher concentration of Bahamians than any city outside of the
Bahamas." Within a decade the city's population was over onethird black, with more than ten percent derived from the Bahamas
and other islands. Indeed, during this time, Miami became "home
to the largest percentage of black immigrants than any other city
in the United States." This phenomenon appears to conflict with
decades of federal efforts to limit immigration to America. In fact,
the 1920s and 1930s saw the implementation of a rigid quota system
designed to exclude Chinese, African, and Hispanic settlement in
this country. Given the prominence of these federal policies, how
did Miami's diverse groups continue to thrive? Shell-Weiss adds
here a key piece of information: "As British citizens, Bahamians
were not subject to migration restrictions." Or, as Raymond Mohl
put it, "The quota law had little impact on the Bahamian migration
to Florida. According to the law, British West Indians were included under the quota of Great Britain. But since Britain's generous

6
7

Ibid., 295, 296.
Tscheschlok, "So Goes the Negro," 49.
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annual quota of 65,000 was never filled, Bahamians found little
problem in obtaining permanent entry to the United States." 8
By the 1920s, Miami was known as a center for blacks who identified with Marcus Garvey, a Jamaican activist who encouraged creation of a "range of black-owned and black-operated businesses."
Among these enterprises, Garvey sought to establish a steamship
company to link ports in the United States with the Caribbean and
Africa. To initiate such an endeavor, the Miami chapter of Garvey's organization, the Universal Negro Improvement Association
(UNIA), sought to link Miami with Nassau. Public knowledge of
such plans led the Federal Bureau of Investigation (FBI) and local
segregationists to target the UNIA. The group unraveled amid
Garvey's controversial behavior and indictment for fraud. Despite
this outcome, a longer-term theme of self-reliance remained, and
"Miami's black communities, both native and foreign-born, long
practiced Garvey's doctrine of black self-help and economic and
political independence." 9
In 2015, Devin Leigh reframed Miami's past with research
into the colonial origins of the Bahamas. After the decimation of
the Native American population of the islands by the Spanish, the
Bahamas were largely uninhabited until the seventeenth century,
when settlers from Bermuda arrived in Eleuthra in 1648 and New
Providence in 1666. According to Leigh, "By 1671, 913 residents
lived on [an] island, which is located only 188 miles from presentday Miami." This distance was negligible to a population composed
of fishermen, sailors, privateers, and wreckers (men seeking to salvage anything of value from ruined ships). The Bahamas attracted
people of heterogeneous backgrounds, including black slaves: "In
1671, slaves comprised 40.4 % of the total population ofEleuthera
and New Providence." 10
The Miami area interested Bahamians for three reasons. First,
with few natural resources, harvesting timb~r became an early
source of revenue. Mahogany grew on the islands, offering wood
of great beauty and remarkable strength. In an age of naval warfare, the use of woods such as mahogany in the construction of sailing vessels reduced damage to ships from cannon. As the supply
of Bahamian mahogany was depleted, islanders turned to South
8

~~;~-Weiss, "Coming North to South," 82, 80, 99; Mohl, "Black Immigrants,"

9
10

Shell-Weiss, "Coming North to South," 92.
Leigh, "Between Swamp and Sea," 520, 522.
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Florida as a source of naval stores. Second green sea turtles were
prized throughout the Caribbean and attracted significant market
value as far north as Charleston, South Carolina. The search for
these turtles, therefore, also brought Bahamians to Florida. Finally, the Spanish were known to send convoys of ships home at the
end of summer, during hurricane season. Not all of these ships survived the journey, and shipwrecks containing vast potential rewards
lined the coasts of Florida. While an "exact number of Florida
shipwrecks is still unknown," significant losses occurred in "1695,
1715, 1733, 1741, 1769, and 1770." Given the three sets of circumstances described above, it is not surprising that in time a Bahamian settlement began on the north shore of the Miami River at
Lemon City, an area that ultimately retained its own identity from
1870 until it was annexed by the city of Miami in 1925. These facts
support a compelling case that Bahamians participated in the election to incorporate the city of Miami in 1896 because they were the
area's first modern settlers. 11
While the Florida Historical Quarterly articles discussed above
demonstrate that Bahamians have had a significant presence
in South Florida, individual biographies of these people have
yet to be published. To address at least a portion of this need,
Raymond Mohl resorted to citing the autobiography of Sydney
Poitier. Although the famous actor came from a Bahamian family of modest means, his stay in Florida was brief, thus leaving still
unaddressed the subject of Bahamian settlement in South Florida
in general and Miami in particular. In contrast to Poiter's story,
James Moss arrived in the state as a teenager and lived in Miami for
almost seventy-five years. 12
James Moss was born in 1924 in Nassau and was sent as a small
child to Crooked Island, a place where his family had lived for
generations. The founding patriarch, a man named Baracoa or
Baragu, was born in 1834 "in Nigeria on the West Coast of Africa to
a tribe ofYorubas." The Yorubas at the time lived "near or survived
off the sea and were expert navigators." As a result, the Portuguese
found these Africans useful as sailors. Numbered among these sailors, the young Baragu served in the Portuguese merchant marine.
Since the Portuguese possessed many trading posts on the coast of
Africa and in the Caribbean, Baragu traveled widely. According
to family lore, "He became knowledgeable of many areas and also
11
12

Ibid., 529, 532.
Mohl, "Black Immigrant," 294-295.
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many languages. He was finally stationed in Baracoa, Cuba, as the
head of a trade station which dealt in the goods of sponges, sugar,
salt, and other agricultural commodities." 13
On a journey to the Bahamas, Baragu visited Crooked Island
and was struck by its resemblance to West Africa. When he returned
to settle on the island, he selected property with great care, choosing finally "forty acres of land in the very center of Crooked
Island." Hills surrounding the property made it easy to see people
who approached his farm. As described by the family, "the property
also has a natural water spring, which he [Baragu] named 'Old Jim
Well.' There was also a natural cave which was ideal for shelter
during stormy weather and also to hide from intruders." When
Baragu bought land in 1870, slavery still existed in Brazil, and he
was wary of the illegal traffic in human bondage, particularly since
Crooked Island was much closer to Cuba than to British authorities
in Nassau. 14
In physical appearance, Baragu could confront any challenge,
as he was "about six feet in height" and "known as a big man,
physically, morally and spiritually." The future belonged to the
formidable, and Baragu personified this important trait. Or, as a
descendant put it, Baragu "not only served in an extremely harsh
era, but he conquered and prospered in it, a trait which he passed
on to his descendants." 15
On Crooked Island, Baragu married Diana Moss, the daughter
of former slaves who had assumed the name of their former Scottish owner. Baragu, in turn, adopted his wife's surname and called
himself Thomas Moss. The couple had five children-Ancil, Timothy,Jerry, Cilla, and Sarah. The Moss family tree includes children
of these people as well as their·grandchildren, eventually running
from Baragu and Diana across more than five generations. James
Megell Moss, the subject of this biography, is one of the patriarch's
great grandsons. 16
James Moss was born to Clarence Moss and Aretha Lloyd and
sent to live with his grandparents, Jeremiah and Aribella Moss.
Some twelve years later, he returned to Nassau with his aunt Sarah
13

14
15
16

The name Baracoa may be derived from an area in Cuba founded by the Portuguese or from some variation of the Portuguese word for barracks or Barracon. ''Who Are We?" p. 7, speech by Reverand Ledley 0. Moss Sr., Moss Family
Reunion, Detroit, Michigan,July 15-19, 1998, Moss Collection.
Ibid., 8.
Ibid.
Ibid, 8, 15.
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Moss to attend trade school and high school. Another five or six
years would pass before James arrived in the United States. In
1941 or 1942, his father sent for him to live in Homestead, south of
Miami, but James actually visited for the first time slightly earlier.
When he was fifteen, he sought employment as a "water boy" on
an air base, an experience he approached "creatively." First,James
lied about his age, and when the military police questioned him on
this point, he claimed to be sixteen. Once on the job, Moss found
his responsibilities taxing: "I signed on for the daytime shift, but
it was so hot and the distance for water was quite long, until it put
a strain on me. So I played like I was my own boss and changed
to the night shift without the foreman's permission." To accomplish this change successfully, Moss relied on the help of a friend,
"a white man from Indiana," who warned him when the foremen
showed up. After several months, though, he was eventually caught
and fired. 17
Unemployed again, James learned about contract work picking vegetables in south Florida. The possibility delighted the teenager: "I was excited about having the opportunity to not only work,
but to travel and have some new experiences. My father was also in
the States, and I thought that I might get to see him." 18
After flying to Miami, Moss and other workers were taken to a
farm to pick tomatoes. Finding the fields half-flooded, the Bahamians "refused to work under those conditions." After objecting to
the situation, the workers were sent back to a camp, where public
officials responded by declaring that the Bahamians had "violated the contract" and began sending them home. James, however, escaped this fate. As he recalled, "I was unemployed, but not
dumb." Claiming that illness prevented him from working in the
wet field, Moss was sent to the Lake Okeechobee area for many
weeks. Then he was transferred to Zellwood, Florida, where he had
a horrible experience: "I stayed on a military camp which was used
to house farm workers. I can't forget celery cutting because the
mulch or dirt that the celery was planted in would get on the skin
and eat you all up. All night, my skin was like on fire because of the
irritation from the filth. I refused to work under those conditions,
and they sent me home." 19
17 James M. Moss, "Tribute to Contract Workers," A speech given at the College
of the Bahamas at the Celebration of the 50 th Anniversary of the "Contract,"
5-6, Moss Collection.
18 Ibid., 6.
19 Ibid., 6, 7.
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James Moss arrived back in Nassau dead broke because he had
lost his money at a company store that charged exorbitant prices,
an experience that left him angry. Two additional irritants came
from not finding his father in Florida and, once back in Nassau,
having to walk home from the airport. But the arrival back at his
aunt's house changed everything: "My homecoming was joyous.
After two months away, it was something to see how happy friends
and family were to see me, to receive me, to greet and accept me
back home." 20
Looking back at the experience fifty years later, Moss offered
a number of observations. First, he found "leaving home" both
"exciting and frightening." While Moss witnessed some Bahamian
workers subjected to "racism" and poor treatment, he nevertheless was delighted with the Bahamians' response. "Being a proud
and educated people," Moss observed, Bahamians would not
accept "bad working conditions" or "acts of racism." In the end,
contract workers, as a whole, contributed significantly to the war
effort and helped "perpetuate our way of living" and "end a brutal
struggle." Bahamians in particular had helped the United States
defeat Hitler. 21
James Moss returned to the U.S. in the early 1940s to join his
father in Homestead. He soon relocated to Miami and attended
Northwestern Senior High. To support himself, James found a
job as a janitor in the Jordan Marsh Department Store on Miami
Beach. He also did janitorial work in a hotel leased to the military. In 1947, James began working for Southern Bell Telephone
Company. With a position on the cleaning staff, he began to take
an interest in electronics-related activities surrounding him. To
further this interest, he took classes at Lindsey Hopkins, a technical school. His salary with Southern Bell was $27 per week, and
it remained at that level for years. One of his first purchases with
the funds he earned was a saxophone, and Moss soon divided his
spare time between practicing music and romancing a girlfriend
who would one day become his wife. 22
In 1947, Moss directed a play at St. James Missionary Baptist
Church, and it was here that he met Patricia "Patsy" Davis, a young
woman who had just finished high school. She walked out on the
stage, singing "God of All Fathers," and, as he recalled, "She had
20
21
22

Ibid.
Ibid., 8.
Moss Interview Transcript, 12, September 11, 2014, Moss Collection.
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Photograph ofJames Moss (undated). Image courtesy of Gail Brown, PhD, mother
of Nicole Brown.

big legs, and I was watching that walk." Their courtship lasted a
year. Patsy said James Moss liked "looking nice," and he was "always
in these fine suits." The couple spent lots of time just chatting.
~ Patsy recalled, her strict grandmother told her, ''You sit on that
porch and you stay on the porch." The older woman wanted to
know where James Moss and his family were from and the type of
people they were. According to Patsy, "She really put him through
it. "23
23

Ibid., 18, 19, 20.
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At the beginning of the courtship, the young man asked Patsy's
parents for permission to date, saying, "Well, you know, I have met
your daughter, and I would like to have the privilege of dating her."
Later Moss proposed to her, as he "was always in charge." The
couple married on May 26, 1948, in Patsy's mother's living room.
The guests threw "so much rice during the wedding that the piano
stopped playing." 24
Patsy's own background was similar to that of James, although
she was born in Overtown in January, 1930. As she wrote, "I was
born to Bahamian parents, William Edward Davis and Manette
Smith Davis, who migrated to this country from Nassau, Bahamas,
in the year 1919." Patsy was the youngest of three children, with
one brother and one sister. 25
Patsy started working as a domestic on a Miami Beach estate.
She remembered that it "was one of the biggest houses I had
ever seen and was located on Pine Tree Drive." The dwelling was
owned by Charles and Pearl Tager, "who had two children, and I
also helped care for them." Miami Beach, at that time, was segregated. Moss remembers, "I was required, as all blacks were, to
have a police identification card to enter or leave or even walk the
streets of Miami Beach. Black people were not allowed the use of
the public facilities or even the use of its beaches. To this very day
I still have my Miami Beach I.D. card!" Later Patsy recalled the
segregated wards in Jackson Memorial Hospital, including a white
pediatrics ward and a black one. When integration began, white
nurses came downstairs to help in the black ward: "They would cry.
They did not want to handle black children." 26
Segregation placed a he~vy burden on James Moss, locking
him and a cousin to continued work on the janitorial staff. With
his background and training, James and his relative applied for
better jobs at Southern Bell Telephone Company. James remembers, "There were openings, so as we filed ·applications for those
available jobs, we were turned down. And I remember two or three
times finding the application in the trash can." He found them,
"because I was cleaning up." To survive economically, Moss worked
at a variety of jobs, including work as a carpenter and musician.
For a decade or so,James Moss led a band that played in a variety

24
25
26

Ibid., 19, 20.
"Autobiography of Patricia D. Moss," 1, Moss Collection.
Ibid., 2; Moss Interview, 24.
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of clubs and hotels. Patsy, in turn, found herself working and running a household. 27
The lack of resources helps explain the young couple's living
arrangements. They began their marriage by living with relativesfirst with a cousin in Overtown who had some space "in a grocery
on the bottom, and they had the big rooming house on the top."
From there they moved to live with Patsy's grandmother, and in
1948, when Clarence, their first child, was born, the Mosses moved
to the Liberty Square Housing Project. Their daughters,Janet and
Sherri, were born in 1950 and 1955. After the birth of the youngest
child,James and Patsy made a major decision. 28
My husband and I decided that it was time for me to pursue
my dream of becoming a nurse. The two older children
were in elementary and primary school, and my husband
worked at night. He kept the younger child while I attended Lindsey Hopkins Vocational School in Licensed Practical Nursing. It was not an easy time for us. We worked and
struggled, and I completed my course in 1956. I took the
state Board Exam that at the time was given in Jacksonville, Florida. Several classmates and I boarded the Greyhound Bus. [We were] a little scared and very nervous, not
knowing what the outcome of testing would bring. I took
and passed my exams and received my Licensed Practical
Nursing certificate. I started working atJackson Memorial
Hospital in September of 1956, in what was then known
as "colored pediatrics." During that time the wards were
segregated, and there was no mixing of the races, not even
when they were ill. I worked in all areas of colored pediatrics, which included surgical, medical, and oncological.
All of these black children were mixed together, and I
attended to them all. Then came integration in the 1960s,
and [both the black and white units] were combined as
one.
I did a lot of Oncology Nursing because we had so many
children who had leukemia, and because we were not as
advanced in medicine as we are today. [Many] children

27
28

Ibid., 7.
Ibid., 21.
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died at an early age, and I did a lot of counseling with parents of dying and terminally ill children. 29
After Patsy began working at Jackson Memorial Hospital, her
efforts conflicted with the rules of the housing project. Some
neighbors heard that Patsy was employed and told the manager.
He came to her and said, "I want my apartment [back] tonight." 30
In the 1950s, the couple purchased a lot for $13,000, agreeing
to provide payments of one hundred dollars a month. They had
already started building a house on the land when James and Patsy
were evicted from Liberty Square. For a period the family moved
to the "Korea" area, near 12 th Avenue. To enforce segregation in
Miami, a wall had been constructed on the street to divide black
and white areas. The name Korea was applied to the area in reference to the Korean War and the division of the Korean Peninsula.
In the late 1960s, with the passage of Civil Rights legislation, the
wall was removed-removed, but not forgotten. 31
After their experiences in Liberty Square and "Korea," living
in the new house excited the children. They each had their own
room, and there was also a big yard. To afford such a place, the
couple relied on public transportation. As Patsy remembered, "We
were busing it, busing it. I was working at Jackson Memorial, and I
would catch the bus right on the comer there." 32
After the children grew up, Patsy Moss returned to higher education in 1980:
I decided it was time for me to go back to the classroom to
improve my education and work toward my R.N. Degree.
I attended Miami Dade C_ommunity College, taking classes
in the Nursing Program. Two years later after much studying and even harder work, I received my Associate in Science Degree in Nursing and passed the examination for a
Registered Nursing License. I continued working at Jackson Memorial. .. and took on much more responsibilities in
all areas of Pediatrics. Student nurses would come in for
internships and would be trained under my supervision.
After thirty-two years of nursing service to my fellowman
and my community, I retired. 33
29
30
31
32
33

"Autobiography of Patricia," 3, Moss Collection.
Moss Interview, 22.
Ibid., 24.
Ibid., 28.
"Autobiography," 4.
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Image of Patsy Moss (seated) at unnamed event. Image courtesy of Gail Brown,
PhD, mother of Nicole Brown.

While Patsy Moss changed her life, so did her husband. The
passage of federal civil rights legislation in 1964 ended some forms
of blatant racism, allowingJames Moss and his cousin Luther Moss
to apply for new jobs at Southern Bell. Both men were offered
exams, and both passed. Rather than getting a position in installation, James Moss "was offered an entrance position as a Frame
Attendant in a central office." According to Moss, this was a "beginner job that had been set aside especially for the white race." Significantly, the job paid "$40 per week more than I was making as a
janitor for 18 years. "34
Not content with the lowest of technical jobs, James Moss
returned to Lindsey Hopkins Vocational School, redoubled his
efforts, and earned certificates in DC and AC Circuit Analysis,
thus clearing the path to further advancement. In a later tribute
to his work, it was observed that, "After working for twenty-one
months as a Frame Attendant, he was promoted to Central Office
34
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Technician (Switchman). He worked in that position for several
years before requesting a transfer to Headquarters Building as a
Layout Assigner. James continued to improve his education and
graduated from Miami Dade Junior College with an A.A. Degree
in Business Administration." Moss was not alone in advancing his
position at Southern Bell, as his cousin Luther accompanied him
in these accomplishments. 35
The transformation of Moss's life came with great pressure.
The news of his and Luther's first applications for promotion
created a stir in the lower ranks of Southern Bell. According to
James, "A big crowd ... came to see who these two were. This was
something new. This was something different. So we got in there,
and our supervisor was someone from the North. I guess he was
more comfortable with the situation as it was [ than most employees], because everybody seemed to be uptight about it. And [in
the end] there was no violence." Obviously, the men in the Moss
family possessed more than knowledge for advancing in technical
positions. They combined knowledge with courage. 36
James Moss believes that men should be leaders in a variety
of areas. With regard to the roles of Bahamian men in particular,
he feels that education is crucial to their success as fathers. At the
most basic level, they should also be sources of discipline for their
children. He observed that one need not be heavy-handed with
physical punishment. On the contrary, sometimes a "hard" look
or stare was better than words. Beyond that, the father should be
a leader based upon substance. As a leader, he should remember that, "without education you can't accomplish much. Without
an education, you are in bad. shape. Without an education, you
can't progress too well. You can't do much for yourself. If you
can't do too much for yourself, then you won't do much for your
children. "37
Being a leader, according to James Moss, does not mean things
will turn out right: "The Bahamian man in the household is to
make sure that your children are educated and to make sure that
your children are not involved in crime and all that kind of stuff...
Do your best [but on the other hand] the child has to want to do
things. If they don't want to do anything, nothing is going to happen." While some children go their own route in life, they are
35
36
37
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an exception. In a wider view, James feels that leadership must
stress education; he was not alone in advocating this position. He
claimed that these values are widely shared among Bahamians,
making the islanders different from other people. 38
Patsy Moss obviously endorsed his promotion of education,
and together their beliefs had a lasting effect on their children and
grandchildren. For the Moss family, a secondary education is the
rule, and many family members have graduated from community
colleges and universities and even pursued graduate education.
Son Clarence graduated from the University of Miami in computer
science, and his daughter graduated from the University of Texas.
Another grandchild holds a master's degree from Florida International University and is currently working on a Ph.D. Several grandchildren hold degrees from Miami Dade Community College. 39
Beyond education, the Moss family played a prominent role in
social and religious organizations. It is not surprising that James is
a "Life Member" of the National Association for the Advancement
of Colored People (NAACP). When he retired from Southern
Bell in the 1980s, Moss was also a member of St. Matthews Missionary Baptist Church, the Atlas Elks Lodge, the Telephone Pioneers
of America, and the Board of Directors of New Horizon Mental
Health Center. Patsy Moss was also active in civic groups, writing in
the 1990s, "I am involved with the American Red Cross, American
Heart Association ... and hold an office as treasurer of Nu Chapter,
Chi Sorority." Like her husband, she was proud of her membership
at St. Matthews' Missionary Baptist Church, stating, "I am dedicated to this work for my Lord and Savior. "40
Except for their church, the couple's activism focused primarily upon a different organization-the Bahamian American Federation (BAF), which James and Patsy joined in 1968. When founded
in 1967 by a minister, L. L. Dean, the group identified a list of
objectives that appealed to the couple:
1. To promote unity among Bahamians, Bahamian descendants, and permanent friends.
2. To stimulate the quest for knowledge of Bahamian American affairs.
3. To make a cultural contribution to the area.
4. To develop an awareness of our economic potential.
38
39
40
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5. To grant special aid to projects by participation in activities
that are of service to the community.
6. To promote happiness, well-being and usefulness of the
membership. 41
The BAF had hardly begun operation when it invited a Bahamian leader, Lynden Pindling, to speak. InJanuary 1967, Pindling
formed a coalition government and unseated a white minority that
had ruled the islands for three-hundred years. Then in April 1968,
he and his Progressive Liberal Party won a landslide victory in the
Bahamian Assembly. In the fall of 1968, Pindling spoke in Miami
to the BAF and signaled that the Bahamas would not stop at internal self-government. He explained that the "islands are moving
steadily toward independence," but warned that the "task ahead
[would not be] an easy one." To accomplish the goal, Pindling
believed that "all the resources of the people of [the] Bahamas will
be needed to mold the approaching nationhood." He assured the
the BAF audience, "We do realize the challenge that we face." 42
Pindling's speech drew extraordinary news coverage across
the United States, appearing in the Jefferson City, Missouri, Daily
Capital News under the headline "Bahama Islands move toward
Independence." An Associated Press story appeared under various
other titles, including "Premier Sees Free Bahamas" in the Colorado Springs Gazette and "Independent Bahamas Seen" in a Corpus
Christi newspaper. Surviving BAF members still remember his
address. 43 Pindling achieved his goal of an independent Bahamas
in July 1973, when British rule ended; he became known as the
"Father of the Nation."
Long before these events took place in the Bahamas, the Miami
BAF underwent an important sequence of leadership changes and
accompanying additions to the organization's activities. First, in
the late 1960s, BAF founder L.L. Dean became ill and returned to
Nassau to die. After a short interval,James Moss was elected President of the BAF and served as its leader for the next thirty-three
years. Under his leadership the organization became associated
with the awarding of annual scholarships to Bahamian-American
41
42
43

"Our Purpose" in description of the Bahamian American Federation. This
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college students, highlighted during a banquet in their honor.
The Scholarship Awards Dinner provided opportunities to feature
significant speakers from the Bahamas. In 1993, for example, the
special guest was the Honorable Hubert A. Ingraham, Prime Minister of the Commonwealth of the Bahamas. Two years later, the
Prime Minister was followed by Sir Orville A. Tumquest, Governor
General, the Commonwealth of the Bahamas. 44
The arrival of Orville Tumquest to the Scholarship Awards Dinner constituted a significant moment in the BAF's development.
Tumquest possessed a distinguished background, first receiving a
law degree with honors from the University of London and then
admission to the bar in the Bahamas in 1953 and to the bar in
England in July 1960. In politics, Tumquest served as a leader of
the Progressive Liberal Party, which formed the base of support for
Lynden Pindling. Tumquest eventually changed political parties
and became a leader of the Free National Movement that drove
Pindling from office. Of his list of accomplishments, Tumquest
might prefer to be remembered as a delegate to the 1972 Bahamas
Constitutional Conference in London. 45
Sir Orville Tunquest's arrival at the 1995 BAF annual benefit
followed his induction into knighthood by Queen Elizabeth II.
Befitting the occasion, Congresswoman Carrie P. Meek served as
Honorary Chairperson. Meek herself was at the beginning of a distinguished political career, which eventually stretched from 1993
to 2003. While she was the first African American to represent
Florida in Congress since the Reconstruction era, she is remembered for many achievements. In the wake of Hurricane Andrew,
for example, Meek obtained $100 million in federal aid for the
Miami-Dade area. Decades before her congressional career, Meek
served as a Vice President of Miami-Dade Community College and
used her position to integrate the college in 1963. 46
The events hosting both Ingraham and Tumquest were formal
affairs with "evening attire" specified for the first, and the second
billed as "An Evening of Elegance to Remember." As President of
the BAF,James Moss took an active role as Chairman of the Banquet
Committee. His leadership both prior to and during these formal
gatherings clearly demonstrates that the Moss family possessed a
44
45
46
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degree of sophistication and influence beyond that known to many
African Americans. 47
This same period, the 1990s, also marked the high point in the
number of scholarships granted by the BAF. At the end of 1993,
twelve young men and women of island heritage received onethousand-dollar scholarships. The schools they attended included
the University of South Florida, University of Miami, Florida International University, Clark Atlanta University, Florida State University, Barry University, Florida A&M University, Temple University,
and Bethune-Cookman College. To receive such grants, each student was required to complete a brief application. The selection
process was available to the public. 48
Among the Moss papers are letters from recipients of the scholarships. One came from a student finishing a degree in electrical
engineering who observed that the Bahamian American Federation
had provided him valuable, caring support. "We all need to have
someone in our corner when the chips are down," he wrote, someone who can say, "I believe in you, you can do it." The BAF had
filled that need for him: "It has been that voice which has encouraged me." Another recipient wrote, "It is with a deep feeling of
appreciation and much gratitude that I accept your kind consideration in awarding me your scholarship." This young person ended
his letter with the hope that he would "prove worthy of your help,"
and "make some kind of contribution to this community." 49
To finance the scholarships, Moss sought donations from a list
of organizations that included large regional and national firms,
government agencies, and educational institutions. The list of 1995
donors included the Southern Bell Telephone Company, American Airlines, the Coconut Grove Local Development Corporation,
City of Opa Locka, City of Miami, Miami Dade Community College, and Florida International University. The list of donors and
the high profile speakers at the annual scholarship banquets demonstrate the local leadership role that the BAF played under the
presidency ofJames Moss. 50
47
48
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While the scholarship banquet became a major responsibility for James Moss, the BAF featured another event that benefited
greatly from his efforts. Members celebrated their origins and
organized events to honor their home, or-as Moss put it-to go
back "home to see where our family, or our mother, or our father
was born or came from." In response to membership desires for
stronger connections to the islands, Moss organized the "Back to
the Rock Festival"-a brief annual journey to the Bahamas. The
event always occurred on Labor Day weekend, "because it was a
long holiday." Each year a group of sixty to seventy-five Bahamian
Americans flew to Nassau on Friday. Saturday often began with
shopping and ended with free tickets to a live performance provided by the local office of tourism. Sunday morning started with
a church service, followed by an afternoon banquet. A Bahamian
official often spoke at the banquet. For many participants the priorities remained basic, "eating was number one," and the time on
the beach was second. 51
At the end of the first interview with Nicole Brown,James and
Patsy Moss were asked about their experience and the "American Dream." By living beyond the blight created by segregation,
they had found professional success, educated their children, and
strengthened the Bahamian community in Miami. When asked
about his achievements, however, James did not express contentment: ''Young people always need help. They are a light that you
can, you can make brighter." Patsy Moss reflected, "What we have
accomplished has been really magnificent. We have three children
and five grandchildren, and we've always tried to show them the
right way. They just took us as a guide. So we have always tried to
live that life around them and support them in their endeavors,
guiding them in the right way." 52
From the account of James Moss's life, Bahamian Americans
seem distinct from many African Americans. For a scholar like
Henry Louis Gates Jr., a "Holy Grail" in black genealogy is to know
the name of an African ancestor and to know that ancestor's place
of origin. James Moss possessed that information as a child. Baragu was a remarkable person who remains an enduring source of
inspiration. Moreover, Moss's family can name the members of

51
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each generation since Baragu. A book.let for a 1998 family reunion
ends with four-and-a-half single-spaced pages listing 182 relatives,
including their names, telephone numbers, and home addresses. When asked if other Bahamian families have such complete
genealogies, Moss answered in the affirmative, but added, "It's not
something everyone wants to have." 53
By pursuing education in the 1940s and 1950s, bothJames and
Patsy Moss were prepared for the opportunities that became possible with the end of segregation. Not willing to "wait for the world
to change," they were ready to change their world through their
work and their social activism. Once liberated into professional
careers, the Mosses returned to school as adult students to enhance
their credentials and advance to better jobs. They also found ways
to assist others in their pursuit of a better life while developing relationships with Miami activists and donors and maintaining strong
ties to their island homeland. 54
Historian Raymond Mohl correctly compared Bahamians in
Miami to European immigrants who settled in northern cities.
James Moss alluded to this in a speech he prepared for one of the
Nassau banquets. "It is my sincere desire," he wrote, "that as the
years pass the relationship between the Bahamians and Bahamian
descendants will be equal to that of the Jewish descendants and the
Jews in Israel." He expressed his hope for the future: "May the ties
between the United States and the Commonwealth of the Bahama
Islands be forever peaceful, genuine, and mutually profitable." 55
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